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Sustainable School Lunch Programs
BY MARY ANN MCQUEEN, PRINCIPAL, ST. MARK SCHOOL

H

ow do schools teach
students to be effective

natural
of
stewards
resources? Specifically, how can
they be taught to be conscious

of the importance of reducing
waste at home and school?
Needless to say, this can be a

challenge. So what makes for
a winning recipe for success?
Empowering student leaders
themselves to do the teaching!
A

typical

school

lunch

(brought from home) can
contain a lot of waste: the bag
itself, foil wrappers, plastic bags,
apple cores and banana peels,
and more. The hot lunch program likewise includes disposable lunch
trays, silverware, cups and packaging. Day after day, hundreds of
students can create an enormous amount of waste - waste that can
instead be avoided.
Three years ago, our school began a partnership with Grades of
Green (gradesofgreen.org). This nonprofit organization was started
in Manhattan Beach by several mothers a decade ago and has grown
tremendously over time. Its support for school implementation of
environmentally focused projects is significant! Its mission statement
includes student empowerment by providing rich opportunities for
students to lead meaningful projects that help to bring about change.
Outreach by Grades of Green has yielded a tremendous amount
of buy-in from schools, which have stepped up to the challenge of
becoming "trash free;' and well as focusing on related conservation
projects. Composting food waste, converting to all reusable lunch
containers and carriers, and even using reusable lunch trays for
hot lunch are all components of this "challenge:' Schools that meet
the challenge in extraordinary ways win prizes, as well as gaining
recognition by the organization. Of course the ultimate reward is
seeing your school's waste reduced, thus sending less trash to landfills.
A cool feature of this organization is the Youth Corps Leadership
Program, a weekend program that trains elementary school students·
on how to embark on and lead environmental/sustainability projects
at their home schools. Mentors are provided to each student as
they undertake a project. Several students at St. Mark School have
participated in Youth Corps. They have brought great ideas from their
training to our student council.
"If we are supposed to be a trash-free school, then why do we even
have trash and recycling containers in the lunch area?" asked eighth
grader Finn Tipton. Over the course of the following months, Finn and
his fellow student council members led our students toward a real
"trash free" lunch program. Braeden Riley and Noah Skoog, both Youth
Corps members, assisted in the bold final implementation.
The results have been fantastic. The size of the trash dumpster
needed for our school has been reduced by half, while the amount of
recyclable materials has dropped significantly.

Empowering students to be in charge and to train their schoolmates
in doing the right thing can come about only if parents buy into the
program. It takes the whole community to be committed to change to
really bring it about.

